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In May 1939, Benjamin Britten left England for North 
America. Landing first in Canada, he and Peter Pears estab- 
lished musical connections in Toronto — several works were 
composed here, including Canadian Carnival, Op. 19. T’m 
thinking about the future, he wrote. ‘This may be the Country. 
There’s so much that is unknown about it — & it is tremen- 
dously large and beautiful. And it is enterprising & vital? Soon, 
however, the bright lights further south beckoned, and in 1940 
Britten and Pears were living in New York, in a house which 
numbered among its tenants the English poet, W.H. Auden. 
Poet and composer decided to collaborate on a project, first of 
all for ‘a school operetta, later for ‘a Broadway opera. Paul 
Bunyan was the result. It was first performed by the Columbia 
Theatre Associates of Columbia University on 5 May, 1941. 


After three years’ temporary residence in North America, in 
March 1942 Britten and Pears returned to wartime England. 
They had alighted on the idea for a new opera, Peter Grimes, and 
Britten immersed himself in its composition. It was now out of 
the question that he and Auden should pursue the revisions to 
Paul Bunyan which they had intended and the work fell into 
oblivion. The poor reception accorded it by some critics, 
notably Virgil Thomson, rankled with the composer, who pre- 
tended that the score was lost. Late in his life, however, perhaps 
impelled by the recent death of Auden, Britten was persuaded to 
look again at Paul Bunyan. Agreeably surprised by its quality, he 
made the few revisions he considered necessary and was 
delighted by its revival in Aldeburgh in June 1976. Since then, a 
series of productions has met with increasing success on both 
sides of the Atlantic. 


The libretto has an inventive and exuberant intricacy which 
derives, at least in part, from the works of W'S. Gilbert and Ira 
Gershwin. The music perfectly mirrors the libretto’s character- 
istics; it sums up all the aspects of style which Britten had hith- 
erto assimilated, and also points repeatedly to the works to 
come. (There are some uncanny parallels with scenes in later 
operas, such as the manhunt in Peter Grimes and the party scene 
in Albert Herring.) All kinds of European influences are felt, 
together with elements of English operetta and American pop- 
ular music. Kurt Weill was writing his Broadway musicals at the 


same time — Britten had contact with him, as he did with 
Aaron Copland, whose music he much admired. But we can 
surely claim that some of the open-air, North American feel of 
Paul Bunyan comes from his initial Canadian experiences. 


The operetta begins with a brief orchestral introduction, 
newly composed in 1974. After this, the Prologue presents a 
chorus of Old Trees, who are horrified at the fate which is to 
befall them, but ultimately resigned to the advent of Paul 
Bunyan, the legendary lumberjack who will clear the forests. He 
is a mile high — and therefore must be portrayed by an off- 
stage voice. The story of his exploits unfolds with clarity, part- 
ly with the help of a narrator/ballad-singer, until the point when 
settlement is established and Paul must move on. ‘The campfire 
embers are black and cold, /The banjos are broken, the stories 
are told.” The operetta tells the story of one hero’s life — and 
also the whole history of civilization. 


Among today’s performers, Ezra Schabas played the saxo- 
phone and clarinet in the first performances in 1941 and 
Stephen Ralls was répétiteur and orchestral pianist for the 
revival in 1976. Now, the University of Toronto is proud to be 
presenting the Canadian stage premiére of this exciting early 
work of Benjamin Britten. 


+ 
Prologue (Night) 
ActI Scene 1 A clearing in the forest 


Scene 2 The camp 


Intermission 


Act II Scene 1 A clearing in the forest 
Scene 2 The Christmas Party 
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